The Saudi government has engaged in regional planning to develop its 13 regions, reduce disparities between cities and rural areas, and balance resource distribution. In this paper I explore obstacles to regional development in Saudi Arabia and analyze outcomes in light of principles in the literature. I first identify seminal concepts of regional planning processes, governance, and implementation. These concepts are then organized into an evaluative framework for two case studies: Riyadh, the capital region of Saudi Arabia, and Makkah, the country's most populated region. Finally, I present results, draw conclusions from the two cases, and discuss implications for the future of Saudi regional development.
Introduction
In the past three decades, the Saudi government has undertaken numerous regional planning tasks to develop its 13 regions, reduce disparities between cities and rural areas, and distribute resources for more balanced development (Ministry of Municipal and Rural Affairs [MoMRA], 2001) . Regional planning tasks have been administered by MoMRA, which supervises city planning and municipal services country-wide through regional and urban centers. As with many other international regional planning exercises, the Saudi vision has not been free of the planning difficulties and contentious politics that frequently impede successful implementation. The conflicting socioeconomic and environmental objectives of regional planning and its promise to address an interplay of regional interests further complicate the process and make outcomes uncertain (Allmendinger & Tewdwr-Jones, 2000; Haughton & Counsell, 2004) .
In this paper I shed light on regional development in Saudi Arabia through a pioneering project of tracing regional planning practices and analyzing outcomes in relation to planning and development principles in the literature. To start, I identify key factors and seminal concepts in regional planning, governance, and implementation. I arrange the factors in each of these three dimensions in an evaluative framework that I apply to two regional development case studies: Riyadh, the capital region, and Makkah, Saudi Arabia's most populous area. I then discuss the results, drawing conclusions from the two cases and presenting some policy implications for the future of regional development in the country. two groups of scholars discuss similar regional development problems, they adopt distinctive approaches in analyzing regional policies and planning that represent important socioeconomic, institutional, and spatial perspectives. Friedmann (1963) defined regional planning as practices aimed at reducing socioeconomic disparities between communities and boosting economic growth and prosperity. His definition was an attempt to make regional planning and policy a field of study and practice in which planners spatially intervene to shape civic and industrial development and provide regions with appropriate infrastructure and services (Friedmann, 1963) . Following these principles, many countries around the world embraced regional planning and started to organize economic activities, define growth centers, and allocate resources and investment toward those centers; this practice was termed growth pole strategy (Parr, 1999) . Despite enthusiasm for growth pole strategy in the 1960s and 1970s, the idea has been criticized as not being able to capture the nonspatial dynamics of regional economic development (Parr, 1999) . It does not explain how urban centers foster innovation; incubate investors, entrepreneurs, and skilled workers; or track movement around the region. Furthermore, it provides no clear understanding of the functions of urban centers, networking policy, or sectoral policy, or how these factors integrate with economic activities (Christofakis & Papadaskalopoulos, 2011) . And, although Friedmann's definition captured the spatial and socioeconomic objectives of regional planning practice, Galland (2012) questioned how to make the location and quality of economic activities meet societal objectives.
Regional planning practices were deeply affected by the economic booms and busts of the 1980s and 1990s. Planners tended to concentrate economic activities in metropolitan regions by investing more in large cities, supporting agglomeration of related businesses, growing knowledge sharing between these businesses, and achieving spillover of economic opportunities to adjacent communities (Davoudi, 2009 ). Obviously, with globalization, metropolitan regions compete for movable knowledge-based industries; they must construct infrastructure, improve services, and raise liveability standards to attract skilled immigrants to the region (Malecki, 2004) . The shift from developing hard infrastructure such as land, labor, and capital to improving connectivity between firms and sharing knowledge, technologies, and institutional capacity marks a new paradigm in 21st-century regional development (Malecki, 2004; Stimson et al., 2006) .
Regional Planning and Development in Saudi Arabia
In Saudi Arabia, planning practice dates to the mid-1960s, when the Deputyship of Municipal Affairs at the Ministry of Interior (MoI) started to make master plans for the country's three major cities: Riyadh, Jeddah, and Makkah (MoMRA, 2015) . At that time, capacity to perform planning was weak due to a lack of planning education and professional planners, so the government commissioned international planning firms to develop master plans and build planning practice by training Saudis on producing city plans. In 1975, responsibility for planning and municipal affairs was moved from the MoI to the newly established MoMRA. MoMRA was tasked with providing municipal services and planning for urban and regional development through a three-tiered system comprised of national, regional, and local levels. Regional planning practices began in earnest in the early 1980s, when the deputy of city planning assigned regional strategy-making to a team of planning experts and economists from the United Nations Development Program. The team combined senior international experts with freshly graduated Saudi architects and engineers to build the graduates' knowledge and skills in planning.
The National Spatial Strategy (NSS) was among the first planning projects to identify spatial development characteristics of the 13 Saudi regions. In 1986, the first draft of the NSS was presented to MoMRA and the Ministry of Economy and Planning (MEP) to be aligned with the latter's five-year development plan (Ramady, 2010) . MoMRA and MEP collaborated to align their spatial and sectoral development policy but were not able to reach agreement until 2001, when the NSS, described as an umbrella of regional policy making in Saudi Arabia, was approved by the Council of Ministers (MoMRA, 2001) . During that interim, regional municipalities, called Amanahs, made regional plans independently, and MoMRA itself assisted some remote Amanahs that lacked planning capacity. These plans were mainly based on instrumental planning practices by professionals who gathered data from across the region and drew regional development scenarios in the form of urban growth centers arranged hierarchically and connected by transportation corridors.
Evaluative Framework
With this understanding of how regional development strategies have evolved globally and within Saudi Arabia, I now focus on the evaluative framework. I based this framework on the literature and on policy reports developed by scholars, practitioners, and regional development agencies, looking at significant factors under three major themes: planning processes, governance, and implementation. In the following paragraphs, I explain fundamental concepts around the three themes and how they relate to one another and influence regional development strategies.
Planning Processes
The first theme in the framework is planning processes. Regional planning has much more complexity than smaller-scale planning tasks such as city planning or community development. The complexity comes not only from differences of scale, however. Other factors that complicate regional policy-making processes include diversity of regional planning objectives, volume of socioeconomic analyses and how they relate to spatial dimensions, multiple interests and stakeholders, and the participatory approach as a key component of success for planning (Albrechts et al., 2003; Allmendinger & Tewdwr-Jones, 2000; Haughton & Counsell, 2004) . Regional policy making is a transformative practice that aims not only to solve development problems but also to create pragmatic plans to change values, processes, actions, and relationships between important actors in targeted regions (Albrechts, 2010) . The overarching goal is to shape the economic development of a region by changing the dynamic of the socioeconomic relationships between people and places while preserving environmental assets and improving institutional capacity (Barca et al., 2012) . Context-specific objectives cannot be decided by planners unilaterally; they must consult with regional stakeholders to understand their motives, interests, and vision for the region (Albrechts, 2010) . Furthermore, planners need to educate stakeholders about regional development objectives and present global success stories of economically thriving regions and industry hubs (Albrechts et al., 2003) .
After defining regional objectives, planners collaborate with regional economists and policy analysts in an evidence-based analysis of socioeconomic and sectoral data gathered from multiple public and private sources (Bachtler & Yuill, 2001 ). Together, they use scientific methods, quantitative and qualitative, to understand the data and compare them with principles of regional economic modeling and spatial development. For instance, a planning team might classify economic activities in the region and consider the benefits of agglomerating related businesses (Mackinnon et al., 2002) or study how to enhance the idea of a learning region, where firms and individuals develop tacit knowledge around a specialized industry. Certainly, the team investigates the benefits of spatial concentration of economic activities and the effect of close geographic distances to support the making of the learning region (Mackinnon et al., 2002) . To foster innovation and learning regions, the European Union demands its country members analyze regional innovation by identifying important socioeconomic, political, and institutional attributes that influence development and motivate stakeholders to coordinate path-dependent economic plans (Baier, Kroll, & Zenker, 2013) . Regions define their economies of scale through consistent acquisition of knowledge, skills, and expertise while their scope can be enhanced through agglomeration of firms in specific industries to enable continuous learning and spillover of expertise and activities into small towns (Coe, Hess, Yeung, Dicken, & Henderson, 2004; Kemeny & Storper, 2015) . The study of economies of scale and scope, and their spatial manifestations, is an integral part of the regional planning process. After analyzing socioeconomic factors, spatial characteristics, and sectoral policies, the planning team can create development scenarios that reflect the facts, objectives, and institutional environment in which they will be implemented (Davoudi, 2009 ).
Governance
The second component of a regional development strategy is the governance system, which concerns context, institutional environment, and multilevel relationships among regional stakeholders. Indeed, assessing regional governance is critical to implementation of regional plans. The process starts with taking a broader view of governance and understanding relationships between development policies and actors at the national, regional, and local levels (Macleod, 2001) . Regional governments need to organize and integrate planning in various departments (administration, services, infrastructure) while also engaging externally with the national government, businesses, and industries to discuss implementation (Bachtler & Yuill, 2001) . In a decentralized system, regions go beyond reliance on the nation-state to get their share of public investment. They have the authority to draw their development future, and design and implement plans aligned with national strategy (Macleod, 2001 ).
In most popular practices, regions create development authorities to integrate development policy across local jurisdictions in light of regional plans and national strategies (Albrechts et al., 2003) . The development authority works to include strong firms and businesses who deliberate on development policies and voice their concerns about issues and the future of the regional market (Allmendinger & Tewdwr-Jones, 2000) . In dysfunctional regional authorities, localities can compete aggressively for resources and infrastructure projects, and resist any plan that limits their economic opportunities even if it serves regional growth as a whole (Waters & Smith, 2002) . To avoid aggressive competition between regional stakeholders, regions should institute participatory planning processes and a governance structure that supports regional policy implementation (Jessop, 2002; Pike, Rodríguez-Pose, & Tomaney, 2007) . Plans should clearly justify spatial selectivity of certain areas to direct investments and projects, and make them viable regional growth centers (Brenner, 2006; Galland, 2012) .
Implementation
The final framework theme is implementation. Implementation of regional development strategy is cumbersome and demands long-term commitment from stakeholders. For outcomes to be realized, stakeholders require documents, reports, master plans, and programs that are easy to understand and implement (Cabanillas et al., 2013) . Roles and responsibilities should be clearly defined and accompanied by implementation priorities and timetables for each organization involved (Bachtler & Yuill, 2001; Davoudi, 2009 ). Planning practice is in danger of becoming congested if plans lack clarity or fragmented if people do not know who is doing what (Allmendinger & Haughton, 2010) . In addition, lack of capacity or tools to monitor changes and suggest alternative measures to deal with invariable internal and external difficulties can lead to implementation failure (Barca, 2009) . Of note, regional strategy implementation goes much deeper than applying measures and meeting performance indicators set by the planning team. Rather, it entails cohesive social learning processes among stakeholders to meet regional growth objectives (Bryson, Crosby, & Bryson, 2009; Davoudi, 2009; Hoernig & Seasons, 2004) . Planners and policy makers should test systems, educate stakeholders on successful implementation, and ensure power and policy compliance from government agencies, private sector organizations, and communities in the region (Lichfield, Kettle, & Whitbread, 2016) .
As I stated earlier, regional policy making is a transformative practice that demands well-designed planning processes supported by appropriate governance and institutional environments to ensure implementation and achieve objectives (see Figure 1) . When planning for place-based regional development, planners should invest time studying the socioeconomic characteristics of the region (Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development [OECD], 2009). In Regions Matter, the OECD (2009) advocated for regional strategies that reflect understanding of regional characteristics and are tailored to path-dependent economic development and growth. It also called for national government support through infrastructure subsidies, and businesses and innovation support systems, to enable regions to prosper and compete for global opportunities (OECD, 2009). 
Method

Data Collection
I investigated two distinct case studies of regional strategy-making in Saudi Arabia. In general, regional planning and development practices are rarely researched by planning scholars. Case study methodology gave me an in-depth understanding of the processes, behaviors, and factors that affected regional planning and outcomes (Yin, 2014) Second, their development problems are distinct from each other and demand different planning approaches. The regional plans for Riyadh and Makkah were developed independently by Arriyadh Development Authority (ADA) and the Amanah of Makkah, respectively. Another important reason for choosing the two case studies stemmed from data availability and the accessibility of the main actors in the planning process, which enabled me to investigate selected evaluation criteria in the two regions.
I began my data collection in earnest by gathering government reports and regional strategy documents from MoMRA, ADA, and the Amanah of Makkah. I visited the three agencies, and met with the professional planners who had developed the regional strategies and supervised the private planning firm that conducted the spatial planning.
Participant Characteristics
I interviewed seven key informants to authenticate events and have them as points of contact to verify the accuracy of my research results:
• Interviewee 1, former deputy minister at MoMRA, at the interviewee's house, Riyadh, December 4, 2017.
• Interviewee 2, former director of urban planning at MoMRA, at the interviewee's house, Riyadh, December 9, 2017.
• Interviewee 3, consultant and advisor at MoMRA, at the interviewee's office, Riyadh, December 4, 2017.
• Interviewee 4, regional planning consultant at ADA, at the interviewee's office, Riyadh, November 22, 2017.
• Interviewee 5, former planning director for Riyadh Amanah, at my office, Riyadh, November 26, 2017.
• Interviewee 6, senior planner at Makkah Amanah, at the interviewee's office, Makkah, December 14, 2017.
• Interviewee 7, regional planning consultant at Makkah Governorate, at the interviewee's office, Makkah, December 15, 2017.
I manually transcribed the interviews for use in the research writing phase. Participation of key informants in qualitative inquiry provides insight from those directly involved in the case study under investigation, and their interview data can be used for triangulation and fact checking (Patton, 2015) .
Case Studies
I turn now to a brief context description of the two case studies. The first case is Riyadh, the second-largest region in the country with a total area of 348 360 km 2 and 6.7 million inhabitants (ADA, 2012). Riyadh City, Saudi Arabia's capital, lies in the center of the region and has 76% of its population (ADA, 2012). ADA designed its regional development strategy to reduce regional disparities and balance development between urban growth centers. Further, the plan aims to increase the competitiveness of urban centers and direct government subsidies and infrastructure projects within five development zones (see Figure 2) . The second case is Makkah, a region of strategic importance stemming from the existence of the Great Mosque of Mecca. It is the most populated region in the country, with around 6.9 million inhabitants, covering an area of 137 000 km 2 . Unlike Riyadh region, in which most inhabitants are concentrated in Riyadh City, the population of Makkah is concentrated in three major cities: Jeddah, Makkah, and Taif. The regional development strategy for Makkah region was initiated in 2006 and updated and approved in 2012 (Makkah Amanah, 2012 . It aims to reduce development disparities between urban centers and rural areas, and create diverse economic opportunities by harnessing the region's unique growth potential (see Figure 3) . Vol. 12, No. 3; 2019 Figure 3. The Makkah regional development strategy aims to spread development outside the three large cities of Jeddah, Makkah, and Taif (Makkah Amanah, 2012)
Results
My comparative analysis of Riyadh's and Makkah's regional development strategies found significant variations in the evaluative framework variables of planning processes, governance, and implementation.
Planning Processes
Planning process results show that the case studies were similar in only two ways: both plans had well-defined regional development objectives and neither plan had a robust collection of evidence or socioeconomic analysis, despite a good understanding of spatial characteristics reflected in the spatial analysis (especially in the sections on development potential and limitations). On other criteria, Riyadh Amanah's regional development strategy was superior to that of Makkah's. First, the scope and scale of regional economic activities were reflected in the former but not the latter. As well, in terms of regional strategy-building, Riyadh's team adopted a participatory planning approach, involving multiple stakeholders through workshops and trips across the region. The Makkah Amanah planning team, however, took an instrumental rationality approach and relied on experts to understand facts and design regional strategies. Consequently, in Riyadh, interaction between the planning team and regional stakeholders enabled planners to establish strong connections between facts, plan objectives, and sectoral policies, and present them in the regional development strategies. Meanwhile, the Makkah regional planning team failed to establish clear connections between facts, plan objectives, and sectoral policies in its plan (see Table 1 ). 
Governance
The second theme in the evaluation framework relates to regional governance and strategy-building. Results illustrate that Riyadh Amanah did better than Makkah Amanah in defining regional stakeholders but lacked clarity around relationships. Riyadh also dealt better with studying interactions between vertical and horizontal levels of regional governance, although this process was not clearly described in the project document (ADA, 2012). Both Amanahs adhered to centralized governance, where higher-level authority has the strongest voice in defining regional development. In Riyadh, MoMRA was able to reduce conflict by delegating authority to ADA to develop regional strategy, whereas in Makkah, a power struggle ensued between Makkah Amanah, Makkah Regional Authority, and Makkah Province. Finally, both plans were strongly integrated with the NSS, but localities still struggled to adjust local plans to the regional strategy (see Table 2 ). 
Implementation
Results from the implementation analysis show that stakeholders in Riyadh were committed to implementing planning outcomes, but this was not the case in Makkah. The Riyadh planning team clarified outcomes (master plans, reports, and programs), whereas the Makkah team further complicated them. Both regional strategy teams needed to define regional actors' roles and responsibilities in plan implementation more clearly. Once again, Riyadh strategists were more successful in determining implementation programs, priorities, and timelines. Overall, the local and regional municipalities' capacities to implement regional strategies were not assessed, and neither implementation process was treated as a cohesive learning opportunity for stakeholders (see Table 3 ). 
Discussion
I discuss the research outcomes using the evaluative framework. As noted earlier, regional planning practice in Saudi Arabia dovetailed with the preparation of the NSS. The relationship between the two planning levels is deeper than it seems. For MoMRA officials, legitimacy of regional plans was based on NSS approval by the Council of Ministers. All interviewees except Interviewee 5 pointed out that this approval took almost 15 years to be granted (in 2001). Some agencies, such as MoI and the Ministry of Economy and Planning, have insisted on participating or being consulted in regional planning much like what happened with the NSS. The relationship between the planning levels will therefore likely continue to be a pivotal factor in Saudi regional development.
Planning Processes
Early regional planning endeavors were part of preparation of the NSS (Interviewee 1). Around 1984, the Deputyship of City Planning at MoMRA put together an in-house regional planning team to study spatial characteristics and population distribution of urban centers in Riyadh and Makkah (Interviewee 1). These initial planning efforts were humbling and effective learning practices but insufficient to produce sophisticated regional plans (Interviewee 2). After the approval of the NSS, MoMRA encouraged Riyadh and Makkah Amanahs to start a new and more sophisticated regional planning process using local teams and private planning firms as needed. From initiation until approval in 2012, regional plans were updated twice for each region. My analysis focused on the most recent practices, from 2009 (ADA, 2012; Makkah Amanah, 2012).
Planning in Riyadh Region
Regional plan development for Riyadh and Makkah took two distinct trajectories. For Riyadh, the process started with a clear mandate from MoMRA to ADA to develop regional strategy in alignment with the NSS structure and objectives. The planning team (local planners and international consultants) decided to execute this project based on collaboration and true engagement with regional stakeholders. They worked to identify stakeholders and invited them for roundtable discussions on the future of Riyadh region. The discussions culminated in initial objectives and observations about difficulties the team might face. One pitfall in defining regional planning objectives stemmed from the team's focus on problems rather than solutions, conflicting with the overarching goal of regional planning as a transformative practice that starts with a clear vision (Albrechts, 2010) . My comparison of the objectives of the NSS and Riyadh's regional development strategy showed some similarities in terms of dealing with regional disparities and achieving balanced and sustainable development (ADA, 2012; MoMRA, 2001 ).
The Riyadh planning team next gathered relevant socioeconomic and environmental data from ministries and government agencies across the region. The earlier investment in building positive relationships with stakeholders in workshops helped with data collection (Interviewee 4). Even so, the team had trouble authenticating data, and missing data hindered robust analysis (Interviewees 4 and 5). For socioeconomic analysis specifically, the team could not measure the growth of economic sectors such as tourism, predict regional imports and exports, or conduct spatial analyses of productive industries and people migration for employment opportunities. Weaknesses in socioeconomic analysis did not prevent the team from recognizing problems such as increasing migration from smaller towns to larger centers, but the socio-spatial analysis was not indicative of real causes or future ramifications. Overall, the team did well in using available data and connected sectoral policies with spatial strategies; the regional development plans, reports, and programs supported the link established between sectoral and spatial policies (UN Habitat, 2016).
Planning in Makkah Region
In the second case study, Makkah Amanah used instrumental rationality in its regional planning process; the planning team made little to no effort to identify or engage important regional stakeholders (Interviewee 6). Planners made sure, when defining objectives, that they did not conflict with the NSS. Indeed, Makkah's regional development strategy final report dedicates the first 10 pages to explaining alignment with the NSS (Makkah Amanah, 2012) . In the next phase, the team went to collect data from regional stakeholders, but most government organizations were uncomfortable with providing data (Interviewee 6). The decision not to engage regional stakeholders earlier in the planning process was a strategic mistake that cost the planning team an opportunity to build trust (Interviewee 7). Similar to the Riyadh case, the poor quality of the socioeconomic data affected the analysis and understanding of the region's socio-spatial dynamic. Officials acknowledged problems with the data collection and documentation and attributed them to a lack of organizational capacity and skilled employees (Interviewees 2 and 6). Overall, the final report, despite the good presentation and map drawing, was representative of problems with the regional planning process: There was a clear disconnect between sectoral policies and spatial plans.
Governance
As stated, regional planning involves multiple stakeholders and interests; therefore, establishing the link between planning and governance is critical to its success (Albrechts et al., 2003; Allmendinger & Tewdwr-Jones, 2000) . In Saudi Arabia, regional governance is more complex than other three-tiered systems because planning and governance are split between MoMRA and MoI. MoMRA is responsible for planning cities and providing municipal services; MoI is responsible for city and regional governance with a focus on public safety and security (see Figure 4) . Coordination between the two ministries on the regional and local levels is part and parcel of regional governance. Figure 4 . Understanding the complexity of regional governance is key to developing consensual regional strategy
Governance in Riyadh Region
For Riyadh's regional development strategy, the planning team was mindful of the complexity of regional governance. Even though ADA had a clear mandate from MoMRA to conduct regional planning, the team was careful not to alienate MoI or its affiliate organization, Riyadh Province. Indeed, despite affiliations between MoMRA and ADA in their planning missions, the ADA is chaired by the governor of Riyadh Province, which is affiliated with MoI. The ADA therefore worked as an appropriate platform for the regional planning process (Interviewees 3, 4, and 5), playing a significant role in facilitating vertical and horizontal interactions between government agencies. However, these efforts were not explained properly in the project documents (ADA, 2012) . Research conducted by UN Habitat (2016) to assess regional governance in Saudi Arabia indicated that failure to realize multiscalar interactions between governments weakened regional planning, and Riyadh's regional planning effort did not coordinate multiscalar interactions between government departments in the implementation phases. Despite a strong connection between the regional plan and the NSS, there was no plan to coordinate or adjust local plans to meet regional development strategy objectives (Interviewee 5).
Governance in Makkah Region
In Makkah region, there was an obvious disconnect between regional and national efforts, which rose to the surface when planning got underway. The three regional organizations, Makkah Amanah (affiliated with MoMRA), Makkah Province (affiliated with MoI), and The Holy Makkah Development Authority, got into a contentious political debate about who should be doing what (Interviewee 7), and these politics overshadowed the policy-making process. Makkah Amanah was better equipped with planning staff and experience to execute the project (Interviewee 6), but under these circumstances, the planning team could not organize vertical or horizontal interactions between regional stakeholders and designed the regional development strategy unilaterally. Many stakeholders did not accept the outcomes, affecting plan implementation (Interviewee 6). For instance, the plan proposed building an airport at one regional growth center to encourage business and investment outside of the region's three main cities of Jeddah, Makkah, and Taif. The Civil Aviation Authority responded to Makkah Amanah's request and allocated resources to build the airport. However, according to an insider from Makkah Province (Interviewee 7), the project was shelved due to disagreements between government organizations.
Ultimately, the centralization of regional governance in Riyadh and Makkah impeded implementation. The effect was more pronounced in Makkah, whose regional plan lacked coordination between government agencies and flexibility with implementation assignments.
Implementation
Regional plan implementation cannot be separated from the planning process or governance. In many cases, success or failure in implementation can be attributed to mistakes that happened during planning or within the governance system (Stimson et al., 2006) .
Implementation in Riyadh Region
In Riyadh region, documents reflect that planners considered implementation and tried to be realistic about longand short-term implementation (ADA, 2012). The planning team increased stakeholder commitment and ownership of plan outcomes through effective engagement. ADA outlined roles and responsibilities for implementation, and continued to direct the regional plan until its final phases. The ADA team also did well with producing quality documents that included initiatives and programs with attached timelines. One program, for example, studied investment opportunities and regional competitiveness. However, when planning ended, ADA chose not to coordinate implementation and instead put it in the hands of the Riyadh Regional Council. The council seemed to be an appropriate choice, but it lacked the resources, experience, and human resources to implement multiple projects spread around the region (Interviewee 4). Given that implementation is still under discussion, the cohesive learning and adaptability of the plan have yet to be established; therefore, they were not subject to my assessment.
Implementation in Makkah Region
In Makkah region, the choice not to engage stakeholders in the planning process significantly reduced commitment to implementing the planning outcomes. I noted when visiting Makkah that many local municipalities were not aware of the regional development strategy project, and some of them did not understand their role in implementation. Obviously, despite volumes of regional strategy reports, the planning team failed to identify the roles and responsibilities of regional stakeholders or present documents that were easy for them to understand (Interviewee 7). Implementation priorities and timelines were not defined clearly and lacked important details such as programs, projects, costs, and who was going to pay the bill.
Conclusions
Regional development policy is attracting the attention of governments, planners, and policy makers around the world (OECD, 2009). They work together to shape the future of their regions and solve development problems caused by disparities and fragmentation (Storper, 2011) . Regional planning processes, governance, and implementation play instrumental roles in changing socioeconomic dynamics and increasing competitiveness. My research shows that in Saudi Arabia, regional development strategy is deeply affected by these three factors.
Regional planners and policy makers should seize the massive economic transformation opportunity that is happening in the country with programs and activities to diversify the Saudi economy and enhance quality of life. Thoughtful regional planning and governance could be useful transformation tools.
Certainly, before deciding on regional socio-spatial and economic policies in the shape of urban growth centers, corridors, or specialized economic zones, policy makers need to improve planning processes and governance to produce consensual development policies that regional stakeholders can implement. They need to better understand regional development issues such as migration from rural areas to cities, regional innovation systems, competitiveness of Saudi cities and regions, and resource and infrastructure distribution methods to support regional growth and the institutional capacity of regional municipalities.
The research outcomes present some planning and policy-making challenges that MoMRA, MoI, and other government agencies need to address in future regional development strategy endeavors. First, they need to improve collaborative planning capabilities and teams' ability to work across jurisdictional boundaries. Planning staff should be trained on facilitating and negotiating interests to avoid the gridlock that impedes regional policy implementation. Further, municipalities should build research centers and collaborate with universities to study socioeconomic and environmental issues in their regions. Improving the quality of regional data should be at the heart of research collaboration. Municipalities could also establish a forum to engage regional stakeholders in serious discussion about regional identity and the future of development.
As an implication of this study on regional planning practices in Saudi Arabia, and particularly the two regions that were the subject of the research, regional planning should take an effective turn to achieve development objectives. For each region, the discussion should start from this question: What is the vision of the region? Regions need to engage stakeholders in a preplanning assignment where they discuss their common challenges and economic growth. After that they can embark on the planning process, where concerted efforts should be made through the planning team to align the interests of national, regional, and local agencies and find common links and interdependancies between their program and sectoral policies in the region. Indeed, "alignment" is the magic word for regional planning, since regions have the authority to make plans, but national ministries own and allocate the budgets needed for regional projects and programs. Saudi regions need to draw on global examples of the successful creation of regional authorities responsible for planning and development or semigovernment bodies that enhance planning and collaboration across juridicational and instituational boundries. Finally, the main ingredients of a rigorous and collaborative planning process and effective governance will lead to the successful implementation of regional programs and policies that contribute to exploiting the unique potentials of each region and pave the way for a prosperous future.
